Social Design and Operations Research
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HE United States has become the world’s

first service economy—the first country in
which more than half of the employed popula-
tion produces services instead of tangible goods
(7). Yet many Americans in all stations of life
are dissatisfied with the basic services available
from our society: education, housing, trans-
portation, health care, public safety, and the
processes of community change and develop-
ment. These “domains” are vast in physical
dimension and social effect, are interdependent
on each other in various ways, and are chang-
ing under the drive of their separate
technologies.

One may say that there is a quiet, desperate
feeling emerging all across the increasingly af-
fluent yet increasingly disarticulated and dis-
affected society. This feeling is so general and
pervasive that it is no longer useful or meaning-
ful to assign blame or responsibility either to
the public or to the private sector. It may not be
too much to suggest that the assumptions and
methods we use as a nation to reestablish public
satisfaction with our service-based society will
largely determine the culture of the United
States in the next half century.

A Design for Reconstruction

I think it may be useful to discuss several
assumptions and methods that could be used to
create greater social cohesion and personal satis-
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faction without reference to the particular
agency or group that would have the responsi-
bility for action. This approach may make it
possible to look at issues holistically and per-
haps to break through the intellectual barriers
that are interposed when one presumes that
Frederick William Maitland’s “seamless web
of history” can never be woven on a new loom.

Seemingly, five elements must be constructed
or reconstructed in any effective approach:
social design, involvement of large numbers of
consumers in the design process, development
of institutions for leadership and responsible
performance, conscious and highly overt atten-
tion to methodology for social design and effec-
tive institutions, and a large investment in re-
search and development of the other four
elements. Readers of science fiction have noticed
that the age-old problems of persons living with
themselves and with others form the main plot-
line of stories laid in the 25th century. Space
rockets and time machines merely provide an
imaginative setting for old situations. I am sug-
gesting that the task of the United States and
other developed countries is to try to reverse
the science fiction plots by making imaginative
changes take place in the realm of personal and
social problem solving. If these changes do not
happen to an appreciable extent, science fiction
may become fact.

‘What does “social design” mean ? It can mean
deliberately planning to use more and more re-
sources to make life more predictable and com-
fortable for the ordinary person. Such planning
could mean going to rather great lengths to
guarantee as far as possible that no one will be
without nutritious food, lack good medical care,
live in a bad house, be overtly excluded from
public and group association and participation
because of prejudice, and so on. These steps
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would mean not only greater material welfare
but also might mean greater freedom for each
person. Myrdal (2) has pointed out that lack of
planning in the United States results in more,
not less, official intervention in the lives of each
citizen. There is no science fiction in the content
of this list. All these items exist now for varying
segments of the population, but not for the
whole population and not on any basis that as-
sures these services as a common social environ-
ment for all.

A deliberate design for any one of these ob-
jectives, however, would require change in the
following elements :

1. The selected needs and desires to be maxi-
mized would have to be defined in objective op-
erational terms related to some of the productive
functions and desired parameters of some pre-
liminary design configuration.

2. Certain criteria and parameters of urban
and regional development would be needed.

3. The preceding elements would require bet-
ter large-scale data systems covering the chosen
service or services as well as urban and regional
development.

4. Since maximizing the chosen service would
cause both direct and peripheral displacements
and adjustments in the activities of organiza-
tions at local, State, and national levels as well
as shifts in employment, the design would have
to include plans for accommodating these
changes as a necessary condition of action on the
main operation.

5. Perhaps not initially, but eventually,
changes in local, county, State, and national leg-
islation might be needed.

So far, little has been said or need be said
about the technical content of such a design.
The obviously important point lies in recogniz-
ing that the design must be a logical framework
that encloses and orders a very large sector of
social organization and action. Another concept
should be made very clear. There are no perfect
solutions. What is wanted is a knowledgeable
approximation to a given design plus an on-
going planned effort to maintain and update the
solution. Simon (3) has suggested that public
planning should deal with “standardization”
problems, such as coordinating manpower and
institutions with technological policies, and
should leave other matters to the operation of
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local markets. For immediate needs the analo-
gies of chess could be used, with several alterna-
tive openings and some plans for playing the
middle game.

Public Involvement

Social design as described should not even be
considered seriously in a developed country un-
less it provides for participation of the majority
of people who would be affected. To attempt
otherwise would be to set aside democratic de-
cision-making methods and thereby guarantee
an increase in the number of dissatisfied persons
in the society. Since the ultimate goal of the
design is to increase individual and group well-
being and harmony, the capability of involving
people may be the major limiting factor of the
whole scheme.

Myrdal (2a) thinks that the first condition
for planning in the United States is to reach the
people and enlighten them as to social and
economic facts and the possible ideals and then
the policy conclusions which may be drawn
from the combination of facts and ideals. Can
local government do this? Local government has
been esteemed because it supposedly is represent-
ative by being close to small-scale interests and
situations of people. Could local government as-
sume a new kind of educational role in which the
interests and choices of the consumer are made
foremost? The issue of more adequate consumer
representation is already rising independently,
although the emphasis is on other types of
consumption.

In the long run, however, giving local legisla-
tures and administrative agencies a more con-
structive role as the public advocate on larger
social issues should be seriously considered.
There seems to be no alternative to either reviv-
ing the old public agencies or substituting new
institutions with mandates for action on behalf
of a small number of general interests. These
new agencies would then become “local govern-
ment.” The interests might replace a large part
of the present welter of local public activities.

Representation is one aspect of the increasing
attention being given to devising institutions for
effective leadership and performance on social
problems. Etzioni (4) wrote on thissubject early
in 1969. The National Aeronautics and Space
Administration and the Communications Satel-
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lite Corp. are such organizations, although nar-
rowly technological. A national corporation for
educational television is another. The military
has launched studies through several organiza-
tions, such as the RAND Corporation and the
Institute for Defense Analysis, aimed at gener-
ating greater creative power and greater free-
dom to act. But these organizations are engaged
in research and development where it is easier
to generate free-standing activities.

There seem to be several criteria for the emer-
gence of better social design institutions: (a)
they must represent and advocate the vital in-
terests of masses of people, () they must edu-
cate and expand the awareness and sensibilities
of masses of people, (¢) they must develop and
carry out social designs of the types described,
(@) they must be staffed with people capable of
conceiving and executing social designs, and (¢)
they must have the legal, geographic, and fiscal
jurisdictions adequate and appropriate to the
designs.

To move in these directions simplification and
perhaps regrouping of activities are needed. The
number of services intended to meet these basic
social problems must be reduced to the mini-
mum. Could health and welfare services be con-
solidated conceptually and operationally?
Could general and vocational education be com-
bined in a better system for preparing young
people for employment ¢ Could the design, plan-
ning, and development of better health, welfare,
education, and other services be more closely
associated with housing construction, urban
planning, and development ¢ India, for example,
has a national Ministry of Health, Family Plan-
ning, and Urban Development. If future Fed-
eral financial aid is to move in the direction of
block grants, some functional regrouping of
local public service agencies will have to take
place or the grants will be fragmented into their
traditional compartments when they are re-
ceived at the level of operations.

It might help to group services and functions
into three types: interstate matters such as
transportation, environmental control, and
urban location planning ; intrastate matters such
as health, welfare, education, and housing con-
struction and management; and local matters
such as public safety and sanitation. Each set
could operate primarily within different geo-
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graphic areas. It might also be beneficial to base
the planning and general management, financ-
ing, and evaluation of all services at interstate
and intrastate levels.

New Cities Created

The methodology for all this would consist of
components that in themselves would be massive
and complex. Perhaps the first component could
be skeleton designs for whole cities—after the
idea propounded by Athelstan Spilhaus, dean
of the Institute of Technology, University of
Minnesota, for an experimental city in Minne-
sota. Following Spilhaus’ theory, these wholly
designed cities would fix the population size ; the
communication, transportation, and power net-
works; and the location of certain other facili-
ties. These fixed elements could provide bases
for the location and size of other elements. A
number of different designs for different types
of cities would be needed, as well as many varia-
tions in the components out of which total de-
signs would be formed.

Something like this approach is essential if
we are to eliminate the national backlog of poor
housing and properly meet the needs of the on-
coming millions in population. The ideas are
not “way out.” The necessary technology is
available. A new city called Columbia is in the
process of development north of the District of
Columbia, near Baltimore, Md. Reston, another
new city, is across the Potomac in Virginia,
about halfway between Arlington County and
Leesburg.

Along with all new cities, the designs and
development of interstate grids for transporta-
tion, communication, and electric power are
necessary. These facilities comprise the net on
which city designs can be hung.

Federal and State policies dealing with hous-
ing and mortgage financing, transportation, aids
to industry, and so forth would be expected to
favor the creation of new cities, using these
designs and grids. The cities could be built, at
least in skeleton form, by nonprofit urban de-
ve!lrpment corporations. The corporations could
also renew large sections of older cities by ap-
plying components selected from the designs for
the new cities.

Probably an urban site-selection process
would be essential. This process would operate
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under criteria to distribute population in man-
ageable sizes and various locations and to assure
that all cities and their environs enjoyed com-
parable basic amenities. Differences in the
climate, continental location, and size of the
cities would permit individual persons and
organizations a considerable variety of choice.
Restrictions would be exercised on the original
sites of new cities, on the location of institutions,
and on the production functions. Each person
would be free to choose his own place for living.

A social policy of this type would have to be
enlightened by information that is not presently
available. Data indicating mobility and location
preferences of the people, as well as satisfaction
with services and structural features of cities
and rural areas, would be required for the
management of each area and to indicate needed
improvements in the general method. A serious
attempt to develop social indicators would be
needed.

Research Basis

Next, a research basis for social design and
action should be considered. Such research must
carry a double burden for some time to come. It
must assist in getting rid of old fears and in-
hibitions and at the same time attempt to con-
struct the means of more effective social design
and action. At present we are possessed by
powerful inhibitions against large-scale action
for the peacetime general welfare. This over-
burden has to be removed by constructive con-
trast of existing assumptions and restraints
with new alternatives that have been thought
through.

Building these new alternatives is a research
and development task because of the need for
data, analysis, reconfiguration of data on the
basis of new assumptions, and the creation and
testing of new methods and institutions. There
are perhaps three basic areas for research, al-
though there are many subsidiary ones. The
basics are individual values and life goals, the
degree to which institutions are capable of satis-
fying individual values and life gcals, and the
degrees and types of risk and uncertainty that
each person must accept because of the probable
gap between these values and goals and institu-
tional capabilities.
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Perhaps these areas cannot be researched by
methods developed in the traditional sciences.
If not, they should be approached by the
broader speculative methods derived from phil-
osophy, history, religion, and art. In any event,
the immediate lack of obviously applicable
methodology should not inhibit the quest for a
body of ideas and information that can be pub-
licized and debated as the motivational core of
social design. Greater clarity about these sub-
jects and greater awareness of their importance
form the goal, rather than absolute precision or
reduction to any single set of premises.

Both values and institutions can be studied
by comparative methods. If data are gathered
on an international scale and are then arrayed
comparatively, the results may prove quite val-
uable. It may be possible to see general relation-
ships among institutions and processes, social
results, and underlying values. From that kind
of perspective, it might be possible to launch
social design.

I have suggested a possible future setting and
task for systems analysis and operations re-
search. The growing acceptance of analytic ap-
proaches to large-scale qualitative social phe-
nomena will legitimize the public consideration
of large-scale efforts. The increased use of quan-
titative results of operations research will give
us more precisely functioning components in the
services sector. Thus the increasing power of
methodology will change public policy.
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